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Topic
One of the most significant concerns regarding the character and love of God is
God’s wrath, especially in the Old Testament. For many, it is impossible to believe in a
God who punishes and kills rather than a God who shows compassion and love for all
people. They neglect either the violent parts of the Bible, since they seem to contradict
the image of a loving God displayed in the Gospels. This of course directly questions the
integrity of God and His word. As a response, some theologians have published papers on
this topic, but many Christians and denominations try to ignore the topic as best as
possible and focus instead more on His love.
Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to address the nature of God’s wrath. I will try to
demonstrate that fear of a wrathful God is unnecessary by showing why God gets angry,
what the reasons are for His wrath, how the wrath of God is actually related to His love,
and why it is a crucial characteristic for every believer today.
Sources
As previously mentioned, the wrath of God has been widely overlooked
throughout history. Therefore, sources concerning this topic are limited to a few articles
or a chapter in a book about God’s love, judgment, or hard to understand texts, mostly in
the Old Testament. Many times, they also focus on very specific parts of God’s wrath.
However, this study will be a holistic, biblical paper, which focuses mainly on a general
understanding of wrath in general and God’s wrath in particular.

Conclusions
This study reveals that God’s wrath is a reaction of His holiness when confronted
with sin. At any point in time, God is in full control of his emotions and on many
occasions he even creates opportunities for the sinner to avert his wrath. His wrath is
ultimately averted by Jesus dying for the sins of the world on the cross at Golgotha.
Furthermore, this empowers God to actively intervene in favor of His people, limit the
suffering and chaos caused by evil, and finally it allows him to create a new earth and a
new Jerusalem after He has eliminated sin once and for all.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Topic
Nowadays, the Old Testament is becoming less and less popular in Christian
theology1. The probable reason for this is the fact that some parts of the Old Testament,
especially many prophetic books, seem to be harder to understand than the gospels in the
New Testament.
But this is surely not the only reason. At some point, someone can get the
impression that the two Testaments are talking about two different Gods, because God is
portrayed differently at times. In the Gospels, Jesus is presented as the Son of God, who
heals everyone who comes to Him. He eats with sinners and tax collectors, and even
saves the life of an adulteress2.
In the Old Testament however, God seems to be the most violent individual
among all its characters. Once, he destroyed the world’s population, except for eight
people, by sending a flood3. After the exodus, God commanded the Israelites to

1

Walter Kaiser points out that even though the Old Testament almost represents threefourths of the Bible, it is possible to attend many churches, without ever hearing a sermon from the
Old Testament for months. Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Preaching and teaching from the Old Testament:
a guide for the church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2003), 10.
2

Matt 17:2-8; Mark 1:32-34; Luke 15:1-2; John 8:3-10

3

Gen 7-8
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completely destroy the other people in seven cases. However, God did not only kill
unbelievers. At Mount Sinai, God wanted to destroy almost all Israelites, because they
sinned by making themselves a golden calf and worshipping it. Only Moses’s
intervention could stop Him from doing so4. Throughout the Old Testament, there are
many examples in which God is responsible for the death of many who belong to His
people. Not all, but many texts speak directly about the wrath of God as the reason for
such violence.
This leaves many Christians wondering how Jesus and a wrathful, violent God in
the Old Testament can be logically united. However, this does not need to be the case. By
gaining a deeper understanding of the wrath of God, it is also possible to develop a more
holistic understanding of God. Furthermore, many difficult Bible texts will be easier to
grasp if the riddle of God’s wrath is solved. This will be the goal of this study.
Statement of the Problem
The dominant message today is: God is love, and he loves all just as they are.
Almost every Seventh-day Adventist knows John 3:16 by heart: “For God so loved the
world, that He gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have
eternal life5”. Accepting this fact does not seem to be hard for most Christians. However,
the same chapter also talks about the wrath of God6. This part is not as well-known as the

4

Ex 32-33:6

5
Every quote or reference is taken from the ESV, except it is differently noted. The Holy
Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton: Standard Bible Society, 2016)
6

John 3:36
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first part, because when it comes to the wrath of God, people do not seem to take so much
pleasure by speaking or writing about the wrath of God. This topic is widely ignored.
However, this cannot be the solution to the problem because the wrath of God is
so present in the Old as well as in the New Testament, that it cannot be overlooked. Just
in the Old Testament, there are over 580 references about the wrath of God.7
However, it is dangerous to talk about the wrath of God, without first gaining a
full understanding of his saving love because then it is very easy to over emphasize it,
which is as devastating as the total ignorance of the topic. This can either result in
neglecting God completely as Richard Dawkins did. He writes in his famous book “The
God Delusion”:
The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction:
jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive,
bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal,
genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously
malevolent bully8.
One of the main reasons for his disbelief besides the “maniacal jealousy” the
“characteristic fury” of God is the wrath of God. Others do not reject God as a whole, but
large parts of the Old Testament in order to avoid being confronted with the wrath of
God. Ryan Dueck9 and the former Episcopalian bishop John Shelby Spong are just two
out of many.10

7

Jimmy A. Millikin, “Wrath, Wrath of God”, ed. Chad Brand u. a., Holman Illustrated
Bible Dictionary (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003), 1688.
8 Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London: Black Swan, 2016), 51.
9 Ryan Dueck, “Sometimes I’m Afraid of God.” Christian Century. August 2, 2018.
http://www.christiancentury.org/blogs/archive/2013-02/sometimes-im-afraid-god.
10 Spong’s reason for the rejection of the Old Testament is that God, in his wrath, intends
to punish the sins of Israel as his people. For him this cannot be combined with the love and the
willingness to forgive, often described in the New Testament. John Shelby Spong, The Sins of
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The final big mistaken reaction to the wrath of God is to live a life in fear of
God’s wrath. For those people, God becomes a “watchful, vengeful, enormous,
omniscient policeman, instantly aware of the slightest tinge of irreverence in my
innermost thought, always ready to pounce.11” In this case, the wrath of God even
surpasses his love and compassion.
These three main reactions to the wrath of God show how easy and at the same
time dangerous it is to have an unbalanced theological position concerning the wrath of
God.
Importance of the Study
A few years ago, we studied Gen 6-9 in a Sabbath school study and talked about
the flood. Afterwards, a church member came to me and told me that he is so lucky to
live in the new covenant and not back in the Old Testament times because then God was
angry and killed thousands of people. Since then, many people have responded in a
similar way to me. Some even completely neglected the Old Testament, except the
psalms, because they feel too uncomfortable about the wrath of God.
This alone shows the importance of a study of this topic, because a
misunderstanding of this topic can have major negative effects on a person’s image of
God and how he or she relates to him, despite missing the richness of blessings found in
the Old Testament.

Scripture: Exposing the Bible’s Texts of Hate to Reveal the God of Love. (Kindle ed. New York:
HarperCollins, 2005).
11

Thomas Stanley Matthews, Under the Influence (London: Cassell, 1977), 343.
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However, there are only a few books and articles published about the wrath of
God. According to Jimmy A. Millikin there are three main approaches in modern
theology12. Firstly, some think that the wrath of God and His anger is not against the
sinner, but merely against the sin. The second approach says that the wrath of God is an
impersonal cause-and-effect process, which results in nasty consequences for the sins of a
person. There are even others who believe that there is no such thing as the wrath of God,
and completely deny its existence. Unfortunately, none of them are in line with the
biblical teachings.
The claim of this paper is that God’s wrath is deeply rooted in the bible. It is the
the reaction of a holy God to sin in the Old Testament as well as in the New Testament.
However, if the wrath of God is rightly understood, it is nothing a believer needs to be
afraid of. Moreover, it does not contradict the love of God, but enables the careful reader
of the bible to see His love in a clearer way.
Therefore, this study will apply an eclectic framework as an approach and
propose a biblical theology rooted in the biblical account of what the wrath of God is
like.
Delimitations
In order to be able to present a balanced view of the wrath of God in the Bible,
there have to be delimitations. Even D. A. Carson admits: “It would be tedious to survey
every instance of divine wrath13.” There are many hundreds of appearances in the Bible,
12

Jimmy A. Millikin, “Wrath, Wrath of God", ed. Chad Brand u. a., Holman Illustrated
Bible Dictionary (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003), 1689.
13
D. A. Carson, „The Wrath of God“, in Engaging the Doctrine of God: Contemporary
Protestant Perspectives, ed. Bruce L. McCormack (Grand Rapids, MI; Edinburgh: Baker
Academic; Rutherford House, 2008), 41.
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which contain the word “wrath” with God as the subject of it. Furthermore, there are
many texts, which describe how God acts out his anger without directly mentioning the
word “wrath”. Therefore, I will focus on the essential aspects of God’s wrath, without
claiming that every aspect is addressed.
Moreover, this topic is related to so many other doctrines such as the judgment of
God, his love, his character, the final events, and many more. Mostly, I will focus on the
question as to how God’s wrath interacts with his love and character because, in my
experience, they have the biggest impact on the faith of believers concerning this topic.
Even though, wrath has a strong emotional aspect, I will focus on the results of
wrath because in the majority of times the emotional aspect remains unclear in the
biblical account, especially when it comes to divine wrath.
Terminology
Old Testament
The doctrine of the wrath of God is a widespread concept in the Old Testament.
Millikin identifies more than 580 times in which the Old Testament identifies God as
angry14. However, there is more than one word, used in the Hebrew language, to describe
God’s wrath. Even though, there are more than twenty different words used in the Old
Testament to express God’s wrath, I will focus on the two most important terms, since
they cover the vast majority of texts.

14

Jimmy A. Millikin, „Wrath, Wrath of God“, ed. Chad Brand u. a., Holman Illustrated
Bible Dictionary (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003), 1688.
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Primarily, there is the term “”ַאף. It is used about 210 times in the Old Testament
for God’s wrath15. Additionally, the verbal form of the noun “ ”ָאַנףis used fourteen times.
As most of the terms which describe the emotion wrath are also used as physiological
expressions, this term originally means “nose”,16 but most of the time it is translated with
“anger” or “wrath”. Silva and Tenney provide an explanation for this usage of
physiological terms. The reason might be due to the fact that anger and wrath typically
are accompanied by heavy breathing and snorting. Furthermore, in Hebrew physiology,
the nose was the center or organ associated with such emotions. Nevertheless, it is most
likely that it is merely an idiom like “cold feet”, which nowadays does not have to
indicate a physiological condition17.
It is the same with the second most popular Hebrew word for “wrath” in the Old
Testament “”ֵחָמה, which is used 115 times to indicate God’s wrath. It originally means
“heat”, but most of the times it is translated with “fury”, “anger” or “wrath”.18 However,
it is by far not as important as “ ”אַףin the Pentateuch.

15

All numbers in this passage are taken from Stefan Wächli, “Zorn (AT) in Das
wissenschaftiliche Bibellexikon im Internet (WiBiLex), ed. Michaela Bauks and Klaus Koenen,
(Stuttgart, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2014) https://www.bibelwissenschaft.de/wibilex/dasbibellexikon/lexikon/sachwort/anzeigen/details/zorn-at/ch/3717ce4f6ddd18cb366bd8dba9593df0/
16

The word “ ”ַאףcomes from the root “”ָאַנף, which means to “breath”. Therefore,
Gesenius and Tregelles see the original meaning of the word as “breathing place” and translate it
as “nose”. Furthermore, it can also mean “face” and “anger”. Wilhelm Gesenius und Samuel
Prideaux Tregelles, Gesenius’ Hebrew and Chaldee lexicon to the Old Testament Scriptures
(Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2003), 69. However, Van Gemeren merely
acknowledges the translation of “face” and “anger”. See Willem Van Gemeren, Hrsg., New
international dictionary of Old Testament theology & exegesis (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1997), 475.
17
Moisés Silva und Merrill Chapin Tenney, The Zondervan Encyclopedia of the Bible, QZ (Grand Rapids, MI: The Zondervan Corporation, 2009), 1154.
18

Francis Brown, Samuel Rolles Driver, und Charles Augustus Briggs, Enhanced BrownDriver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 404.
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Furthermore, there are many other words which describe the emotional state of
anger, but they appear to a lesser degree. There is also “( ”ָחָרהto burn, to be angry); “”ָזַﬠם
(indignation); “( ”ָכַּﬠסvexation, grief); “( ”ָזַﬠףrage); “( ֶﬠְבָרהoutpouring of anger); “”ֵחָמה
(fury, heat) and finally “( ”קצףto provoke to anger)19.
New Testament
In the New Testament, there are proportionally not near as many occurrences of
wrath of God as in the Old Testament. This might have led Dawkins and others to
interpret the God of the Old Testament as a wrathful God, which is not in line with the
picture Jesus presents of God in the New Testament20.
This is also displayed in the quantity of words which are used to describe wrath in
the New Testament. While there were many words in the Old Testament to describe
anger, here there are only two. The first Word is θυμός. It occurs 18 times and is
translated as “anger”, “rage” and “wrath”. Most of the occurrences are in the book of
Revelation21. The second word is ὀργή, which appears 36 times in the New Testament
and means “anger”, “indignation” and “wrath” 22.

19
J Willem VanGemeren, Hrsg., New international dictionary of Old Testament theology
& exegesis (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1997), 962.
20

Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London: Black Swan, 2016), 51.

21

Out of the 18 Occurences 10 are found in the Revelation. The other appearances are
twice in Lucian writings and 6 in Pauline letters. H. Schönweiss, „Anger, Wrath“, ed. Lothar
Coenen, Erich Beyreuther, und Hans Bietenhard, New international dictionary of New Testament
theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1986), 107.
22
“21 times in the Pauline writings, 6 times in Rev., and only occasionally in the
Gospels” C. H-Hahn, „ὀργή“, ed. Lothar Coenen, Erich Beyreuther, und Hans Bietenhard, New
international dictionary of New Testament theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1986), 110.
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However, ὀργή is so similar to θυμός that they are used in the LXX to translate
the same Hebrew words23. Both are used to describe divine as well as human wrath.
Conversely, the verb ὀργίζω, which appears nine times in the New Testament, is only
used to describe human wrath24.
Methodology
The first task of this study is to present the many reasons why the doctrine of
God’s wrath is so unpopular, or at times even neglected. Therefore, three ways of
negligence against God’s wrath will be presented briefly.
In the next chapter, it is of great importance to depict what the bible says about
human wrath. This is especially important, since the denial of divine wrath is often linked
to the idea that God’s wrath and His way of acting it out are equal to human wrath.
Therefore, a short overview on the causes, subjects, objects, and consequences of human
wrath are given in order to be able to show the similarities and differences to divine
wrath. Moreover, the question whether wrath in general is a sin or if wrath merely leads
people to sin is also answered. This is very important because it would completely
destroy the image of God since God in His holiness is opposed to everything sinful.
The final focus lies on divine wrath. Firstly, we will address whether God’s wrath
is really limited to the Old Testament. Moreover, the causes, objects, and consequences
of God’s anger are pointed out. This makes it possible to compare if and how different

23

H. Schönweiss, „Anger, Wrath“, ed. Lothar Coenen, Erich Beyreuther, und Hans
Bietenhard, New international dictionary of New Testament theology (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1986), 106.
24
C. H-Hahn, „ὀργή“, ed. Lothar Coenen, Erich Beyreuther, und Hans Bietenhard, New
international dictionary of New Testament theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1986), 110.
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human and divine wrath are. Furthermore, the reasons for God’s wrath, whether passive
or active, are discovered. This is important, since many would have no problem with the
passive wrath of God because it is merely a withdrawal of God, without the use of force.
Afterwards, it will be shown when God gets angry and if it is possible to avert His wrath.
Next, the implications of God’s wrath on His character and how it interacts with His love
are described. In the conclusion, I want to briefly present how we can benefit from a
correct understanding in our lives.

10

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
In the studied literature, I found five major perspectives of the wrath of God as it
is described in the Bible. They are all closely connected with one’s understanding of
God’s character, especially with the understanding of his love.
The first approach completely denies the existence of God’s wrath. Lactantius
argues that it is impossible for God to be angry due to His beneficient nature. He cannot
do any injury nor harm to anyone, despite their misbehavior25. Furthermore, Tony Lane
argues that nowadays the denial is not as open as it once was, but rather implicit by
simply ignoring the topic26. H. G. L. Peels adds that this is especially popular in Old
Testament theology27, while Bernd Janowski points out that this is also the case in New
Testament Theology, but since there are by far less texts about God’s wrath in the New
Testament, it is more understandable28.
The second way of dealing with divine wrath was developed by Marcion. He
totally agrees that God’s wrath exists in the Bible, but it is limited to the Old Testament.
Luckily, a “better God has been discovered, one who is neither offended nor angry nor
inflicts punishment, who has no fire warming up in hell, and no outer darkness wherein

25

Lactantius, A Treatise on the Anger of God 1, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers (reprint;
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969-73), vol. 7, 259.
26

Tony Lane, “The Wrath of God as an Aspect of the Love of God” in Nothing Greater,
Nothing Better: Theological Essays on the Love of God, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, (Grand Rapids,
Mich: William. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 2001), 153
27

H. G. L. Peels, The Vengeance of God (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 271-274.

28

Bernd Janowski, Ein Gott, der straft und tötet? Zwölf Fragen zum Gottesbild des Alten
Testaments (Göttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018), 149
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there is shuddering and gnashing of teeth: he is merely kind”29. Consequently, Marcion
neglects the Old Testament in favor of the New. This thinking is still popular today.
While Ryan Dueck30 simply glosses over God’s wrath in the Old Testament, John Shelby
Spong completely rejects the Old Testament, because it “again and again portrays a
wrathful God’s intention to punish the chosen people31.
Thirdly, C. H. Dobbs argues that God’s wrath is merely anthropomorphic. For
him, God is not personally involved in human affairs and, as a consequence, he acts his
anger out passively. Therefore, his wrath is an effectus rather than an affectus32. A. T.
Hanson adds that it is impossible to prove the opposite in the New Testament since
parables are no valid source for drawing theological conclusions33.
The fourth approach is opposed to the first three ways. Instead of a certain degree
of denial of God’s wrath, here, the supporters of this theory do not try to diminish the
severity of divine wrath, but sometimes even embrace it. However, there are two different
groups of people using this approach. The first group tries to use God’s wrath as a
motivation for repentance34. The second group uses it to discredit God. For P. Sloterdijk

29

Tertullian, Against Marcion 1.27, in Tertullian Adversus Marcionem, ed. E. Evans, 1
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1972), 77.
30

Ryan Dueck, “Sometimes I’m Afraid of God.” Christian Century. August 2, 2018.
http://www.christiancentury.org/blogs/archive/2013-02/sometimes-im-afraid-god.
31

John Shelby Spong, The Sins of Scripture: Exposing the Bible’s Texts of Hate to
Reveal the God of Love. (Kindle ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2005), 170.
32

C. H. Dodd, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans, 2nd ed. (London and Glasgow: Collins,

1959), 50.
33

A. T. Hanson, The Wrath of the Lamb (London: SPCK, 1957), 121.

34
Tony Lane, “The Wrath of God as an Aspect of the Love of God” in Nothing Greater,
Nothing Better: Theological Essays on the Love of God, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, (Grand Rapids,
Mich: William. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 2001), 139.
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and R. Dawkins it is simply impossible to believe in a God who is angry and seems to
joyfully act out his anger35.
Finally, in modern times there are more theologians who try to interpret God’s
wrath wholistically. For D. A. Carson, God’s wrath is a reaction of His holiness to sin.
For God, it is impossible to diminish his wrath without at the same time nullifying his
holiness, while at the same time downplaying the horror sin causes 36. William Temple
adds that this does not mean, however, that God is not loving while he is angry because
through the death of Jesus, the sinner can be saved from divine wrath37. A. Nygren points
out that “only that love which pronounces judgment on all, that is not love, is in the truest
sense restoring and saving love”38. Without God’s wrath, His love would merely be an
emotion, however, his wrath enables him to save those he loves.
Furthermore, Moore admits that even though in the majority of times the wrath of
God is acted out passively, like Dodd argues, God sometimes choses to actively intervene
on the behalf of his people while being angry39.
Apparently, the doctrine of divine wrath is closely connected to the image of God
and especially to the understanding of God’s love. The first two approaches try to

35
Peter Sloterdijk, Zorn und Zeit: politisch-psychologischer Versuch (Frakfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp, 2016), 110 – 116 and Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London: Black Swan,
2016), 51.
36

D. A. Carson, The difficult doctrine of the love of God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books,

2000), 67.
37

William Temple, Christus Veritas (London: Macmillan, 1954), 258-259.

38

A. Nygren, Agape and Eros (London: SPCK; New York: Macmillan, 1932-39), II/1:

110f.
39
Marvin Moore, “Reflections on the Wrath of God,” in Journal of the Adventist
Theological Society: Vol. 15: Iss. 2, 118-119.
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jats/vol15/iss2/8
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eliminate God’s wrath to a different degree. For their supporters, the doctrine of divine
wrath contradicts the love of God and the teachings of the New Testament and therefore
needs to be removed from the Bible. However, this is impossible to do, because the wrath
of God is a very common theme in the Bible.
The third approach is more refined than the first two. Even though God acts out
his anger passively in most times throughout history, there are still many instances of an
active judgment as a result of God’s wrath in the Bible. This is especially true in the Old
Testament and the Revelation, but it is also described in parables in the New Testament.
On the other hand, God’s wrath should also not be overemphasized. Even though
it is an undeniable part of the Bible and God’s actions, fear should never be used in the
process of convincing somebody to repent and believe. This has neither been Jesus’
method nor that of the apostles.
For me, only the fifth approach provides a holistic view of divine wrath. It
describes the biblical reality of a God who is willing to actively intervene in favor of his
believers, while also keeping the balance by showing that God is love and that wrath is
not the essence of God’s character. Therefore, I will base my study on this approach.

14

CHAPTER THREE
THE NEGLECT OF THE DOCTRINE OF THE WRATH OF GOD
The wrath of God is one of the most complicated theological teachings for many
Christians. For Peter Sloterdijk, it is even the most embarrassing characteristic of God.
He continues to argue that this is even the reason why many people cannot believe in
God. Nowadays, it is simply impossible to worship a God who presents himself as a
punishing, wrathful and jealous God40.
Reasons to Neglect God’s Wrath
In fact, the history of the doctrine of God’s wrath is a history of denial. It all
started with Marcion in the second century AD, but lasts until today. The main reason for
the ignorance of this divine intervention, described as wrath, is the definition of God’s
character in 1 John 4: 8: “God is Love”.
For the critics, this statement is endangered by the fact that God might also have
other emotions such as anger and jealousy, which makes it impossible to think God is
only loving all the time41. These negative emotions, which are directly transferred from
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the human experience to God, are repelling for many42. To make things worse, the motif
of an angry God was used to cause fear in his audience by describing every aspect of
God’s wrath in detail so that they will repent of their sins, without embracing Jesus as
their savior43.
Hanson even provides an additional reason why so many reject the doctrine of the
wrath of God in modern days44. According to him, secular, non-Christian ideas and
thoughts influence the understanding of God and faith in general. Nowadays, there is
only room for a God in someone’s life if the believer benefits from Him. Therefore, any
limiting factor needs to be excluded from faith, and God’s wrath certainly restricts
people’s freedom. Consequently, God’s purpose is to assure and comfort people, rather
than frighten and punish them45. One of the most important values in our western society
is the tolerance of others. Therefore, God needs to tolerate humans as well, as they are.
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The Three Ways of Denying of God’s Wrath
The result of these wrong approaches to the doctrine of divine wrath is that in
today’s theology and preaching the wrath of God “is muted or even suppressed”46. In
fact, there are three different ways of denial of this unpleasant theme47.
Firstly, there is the complete denial that divine wrath even exists in the Bible.
Even though this understanding is very rare, it still exists48. However, Tony Lane argues
that “implicit denial by virtue of simply ignoring the topic is very common”49. Jeremias
added that there was little to no exegetical studies he could lean on for his own
research.50
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The second approach is more cleverly thought out and dates back to Marcion. He
admits that the wrath of God exists, but it is limited to the Old Testament. Conversely, in
parts of the New Testament, God is revealed as loving and merciful51. G. H. C.
MacGregor argues that this “crypto-Marcionism” might be popular at the church member
level, but in modern theology it is impossible to argue in such a way:
It is clear that Scripture definitely regards ‘wrath’ as an attribute of God;
we must reject the Marcionite view that the contrast between the God of
the O.T. and the God of the N.T. is between a wrathful, avenging deity
and a loving Father who is incapable of anger.52
This matches my experience so far, as I have encountered some members in the
Adventist church who share similar ideas. Fittingly, none of them had a theological
background and the majority neglected to study the Old Testament.
Finally, the third way, how the wrath of God is challenged, is the hardest to argue
against. For C. H. Dobbs the wrath of God is merely anthropomorphic, which is
confirmed by the fact that Paul speaks only three times53 of “the wrath of God”. For him,
God’s anger describes merely an effectus rather than an affectus, because it simply shows
the consequences, which are yet to come for the sinner, instead of an action, in which
God punishes somebody for his or her shortcomings. At any time, God is free of the
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“irrational passion of anger” and is not personally involved in human affairs. God merely
acts out His anger passively.54
However, this is not completely honest. Stephen Travis argues that Paul speaks at
least ten times about the wrath of God55. In seven of these cases, God is clearly the
subject of the wrath, even though it is not specifically called “Wrath of God”. He also
reasons that otherwise this standard needs to be applied to the references were Paul
speaks only about “salvation”, “grace” or ““righteousness” without adding explicitly “of
God”.56
Additionally, in the parables of the unmerciful servant (Matt 18:34) and in the
parable of the wedding feast the master and the king who represent God are very angry
indeed. Dodd and Hanson argue that it is impossible to show from these parables that
God is literally angry, because it is not a theological statement by Jesus, but he rather
tries to make another point57.
However, Tasker concludes that in contrast to the parable of the unjust judge, the
king and the master indeed directly represent God and therefore also display God’s
reaction to disbelief and the rejection of His invitation to be a part of His kingdom58.
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Therefore, if the emotion of God’s love can be imparted by parables like the lost sheep or
the prodigal son, it is only logical to also be able to explain his wrath by also using
parables.
Conclusion
To sum up, since the beginning of Christianity, people have had problems
accepting God’s wrath, partially because it seemed to contradict the unconditional love of
God, and partially because such a God did not fit the ideals of society. As a result, there
are three major ways to neglect the biblical doctrine of God’s wrath. However, none of
them gave due recognition to the important motif of God’s wrath in the Bible. Therefore,
I will try to do a thorough study of this motif in order to show that divine wrath is nothing
to be afraid of and furthermore, that it can perfectly coexist with or even enrich the love
of God.

CHAPTER FOUR
A GENERAL UNDERSTANDING OF HUMAN WRATH IN THE BIBLE
The topic of wrath is a highly emotional topic, especially if we are dealing with
God’s wrath. Everyone has experienced multiple instances of losing composure when
angry and doing or saying things which are clearly wrong. Therefore, in our thinking the
emotion of wrath is closely related to sin.
Furthermore, this negative association of wrath, experienced in our everyday
lives, also has a huge impact on our understanding of divine wrath. If human wrath is
20

largely viewed as a negative emotion, how can it be that it should be any different with
God? How can his anger be justified or even benefit humans when our anger mostly leads
to pain, dysfunctional relationships and many other negative consequences? Therefore,
because our understanding of divine wrath is so closely connected to our human
experience, it is necessary to briefly study human wrath in order to gain a richer
understanding later on in this study.
Therefore, in this chapter I will try to briefly answer the following questions.
Which situations trigger human wrath? Who is affected by anger? How did people in the
Bible react when they were angry? What are the consequences of human anger? How
problematic is wrath? Is wrath a sin or can it be actually justified from time to time?
Causes of Human Wrath
In the Bible, the causes of wrath are many. The first time wrath occurs in the Old
Testament, it was caused by a combination of things. In Gen 4:5, Cain gets very angry
because of the rejection of God.59 Wrath is found in 1 John 3:11-13. Here, John writes,
that the main and the second reason for Cain’s anger was the offence by his brother’s
righteousness, which could also be interpreted as jealousy.60 Therefore, John even points
out that righteousness can cause jealousy which can result in hatred61.
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However, jealousy does not only trigger anger. In Gen 30:2, the envy of Rachel
against her sister Leah kindled Jacob’s anger because he could no longer endure this
tension between the two sisters. In this case, anger is caused by the demands beyond the
measures of a person.62
Another reason for wrath in the Bible is betrayal. This is displayed in Gen 27:41.
Here, Esau envies his brother for stealing their father’s blessing of him.63 But wrath is not
only an issue of people, those who belong to God’s people. In Num 24:10, Balak is angry
with Balaam because he not only does he not curse the Israelites, but he blesses them, no
matter how often Balaam tries to curse them64. However, this time the disloyalty was more
a misunderstanding which provoked anger.
Even though betrayal hurts and often triggers the wrath of the victim, it is not the
only reason for human wrath in the Bible. It is closely connected to unfaithfulness.
Sometimes when God gives his people a special test of their loyalty and they fail, the
prophets, who delivered the quest, became angry. In Exod 16:20, some Israelites failed to
keep God’s commandment that they should only collect as much manna as they can eat in
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one day65. Additionally, in 2 Kings 13:19, Elisha is angry at Joash because he failed to
show persistence when Elisha ordered him to strike the ground with his arrows.
Another reason for wrath in the Bible is a reaction to morally wrong behavior. In 1
Sam 11:6, Saul becomes enraged, because the Ammonites act so brutally against the
citizens of Jabesh, while they wanted to surrender peacefully. Here, the wrath of God is a
byproduct, when the Spirit of God rushed upon him.66
Finally, there are people who become angry with God. The main reason for this
phenomenon is a lack of understanding of God’s action. In most cases, this lack of
understanding is provoked by a sudden judgment of God. 2 Sam 6:8 is of special interest
for this study because of David’s anger toward God for killing Uzzah, who touched the ark
of the covenant67. Even though, divine wrath will be later examined in this paper, it is still
interesting to note that it can cause human wrath as a reaction to it.
The exception to the rule is Jonah. He is not only enraged because he cannot
understand God’s brutal judgment, but also God misses out on judging the Ninevites and
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is gracious instead68. Nevertheless, when God takes away his beloved plant, he too showed
the same lack of understanding and was angry with God as a result of it (Jonah 4:7-9).
Objects and Subjects of Human Wrath
When we research the objects of human wrath, we quickly realize that nobody is
secure of becoming a victim of anger or an angry person. When somebody is angry, there
is no difference in the sex of the victims of an angry person. Already in the first book of
the Bible, men (Gen 27:41-45) and women (Gen 30:2) are both objects of wrath. If a
person is angry, he does not care if his counterpart has a higher social status (2 Kings
13,19), is closely related69 or is a prophet of God (Num 24:10). Even animals are not safe
when they misbehave (Num 22:27). Furthermore, even God can become the object of
human wrath (2 Sam 6:8).
While there is nobody excluded as an object of human wrath, it is far more
interesting as to who the subjects are. Remarkably, according to Silvia Schroer and
Thomas Staubli, the subjects of human wrath are merely men.70 This may be due to the
fact that the biblical authors focus more on men than on women. However, I think it is
still notable, given all the other character flaws, which are described of women in the
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Bible. The closest you can get in the Bible may be the quarrelsome and fretful woman in
Prov 21:19.
Consequences of Human Wrath
In the Bible, the natural result of anger is strife as described by Solomon in
Proverbs. For him, this equation is almost as certain as the laws of nature, when he
compares the pressing of anger with the pressing of milk, which will always give way to
curds71.
Even though the consequences might be simple and certain according to Proverbs,
in practice they are plentiful. The Bible describes so many different reactions to wrath.
Sometimes, there does not seem to be any effects at all, sometimes there are no limits to
brutality and immoral reactions as a result of anger.
This is perfectly displayed in 2 Sam 13. When Amnon abused Tamar, David
became very angry. However, there were no consequences at all because he loved him
too much as his firstborn son. Occasionally, it seems to have no effect at first. However,
the angry person just waits for a good opportunity for revenge. Absalom waited for two
years until he was able to murder his brother Amnon. Luckily for Absalom, David could
not be angry at him for too long, so that he could return home after three years72.
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Sometimes anger leads to judgment, especially if a powerful person is getting
angry. This happens when David hears the story of the poor man who was robbed by the
rich man in 2 Sam 12:5. He unwittingly judges himself after hearing Nathan’s parable.
However, in anger he overreacts73 by tightening the law of the Torah, since the Torah
demands the offender only to repay fourfold the amount of the stolen good. But for David
this is not enough and he additionally adds the death penalty for the offender74.
Another recurring behavior is to take vengeance. While Esau, as described
previously, was only planning to do so, the sons of Jacob went one step further when they
learned about the abuse of their sister by Shechem as they became very angry. Therefore,
they plan a ruse. They convinced the citizens of Shechem to get circumcised. After three
days, when the pain was most intense75, Levi and Simeon murdered every male citizen and
plundered the city. This reveals that under the strong influence of wrath, the reaction to an
encountered injustice can exceed the brutality of the crime previously committed76. When
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Jacob dies many years later, he condemned and even cursed the anger of Simeon and Levi
because they were uncontrollably overwhelmed by their emotion of wrath77.
However, even if it does not end up in a massacre, the Bible still warns everyone
not to give in to anger and wrath because if a person is expressing it in his words or actions,
the results can be prison, poverty or eventually “the hell of fire”78. Because the consequence
of expressed wrath can destroy someone’s life and exclude him from God’s everlasting
kingdom, every action needs to be well considered when someone is angry79.
Wrath can even lead to more wrath. After God had mercy with the Ninevites,
Jonah became very angry. Because God did not only care about the Ninevites, but also
about Jonah, he gave him a lesson by offering him a plant and then taking it away from
him80. The next day Jonah was so angry that he wished to die because his anger did not
cause God to change (Jonah 4:1-9). Moreover, because he was so angry with God, he
failed to recognize his own shortcomings81.
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However, wrath does not always have to have a negative consequence.
Sometimes when wrath is kindled due to the misbehavior of a person or God’s whole
people, actions need to be taken. In the Bible, some of the corrective provisions were
driven by wrath. This is demonstrated in 2 Kings 13:19 by the man of God when Jehoash
shows a lack of “faith and resolve”82. Here, Elisha criticizes the king and simply
pronounces divine judgment as a result of his wrath.
Furthermore, wrath can give someone the power and courage to fight injustice.
Soon after Saul became the Israel’s first king, he faced his first challenge. The
Ammonites besieged Jabesh and did not accept a peaceful surrender. They wanted to
gouge out all the right eyes so that they could bring disgrace to all Israel (1 Sam 11:2-6).
When Saul heard of this incredible brutality, he became very angry and gathered the
troops83. As a result of his anger, 300,000 Israelites and 30,000 men of Judah84 were
willing to join forces with him. Together, they gained a decisive victory over the
Ammonites.
To sum up, wrath can have positive results, but most of the consequences of wrath
in the Bible are clearly negative. This should always be remembered in order to prevent
all the negative consequences caused by a lack of control when angry.
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Is Wrath a Sin?
This is one of the most important questions of the whole study because if wrath is
a sin, then God could also be charged of sinning. According to Marvin Moore, many
Christians think that anger is bad: “Unfortunately, many Christians have grown up with
the idea that anger is bad. I can recall as a child being told that anger was bad, but
“righteous indignation” was OK. Nobody ever defined righteous indignation, but plain
old anger was always bad.”85
There are some Bible verses which might even suggest that wrath is a sin. The
most prominent one is Matt 5:22. Here, Jesus clearly states that the results of anger and
angry speech are judgment and even the “hell of fire”. David L. Turner comments that
the consequences of anger are linked to the object of the wrath. If someone is angry with
his brother, which also means a religious person in his community86, then he will be
found guilty in heaven and the consequences are the same as murder87.
Leon Morris adds that this case is similar to the other antithesis found in the
sermon on the mount. In his explanations of the law, Jesus demonstrates that sin starts a
lot earlier than just breaking the law. Morris points out that for Jesus the cause of murder
is wrath and therefore it deserves the same punishment88.
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Proverbs 29:22 supports this idea: “A man of wrath stirs up strife, and one given
to anger causes much transgression”. Nevertheless, Tremper Longmann argues that the
“men of wrath”, as Solomon calls them, are “not angry about anything in particular”, but
are living in a constant state of anger.89 Those men can be set off even by the smallest
things. Sadly, they do not only cause sin in their lives but also in the lives of others90.
Yet, these men cannot be compared to a person whose anger is only kindled from time to
time. Therefore, this verse does not indicate whether wrath is a sin or not, but is more a
warning not to become a “man of wrath”.91
However, does that really mean that someone is punished by God in his
judgement as a murderer just as somebody gets angry according to Matt 5:22?
Interestingly, Jesus himself gets angry (Mark 3:5) and even uses the same words which
he teaches not to use when someone is angry, as R. T. France points out92. The author of
the book of Hebrews additionally writes that even though Jesus was tempted in every
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respect as mankind, he still did not sin (Heb 4:15)93. If Jesus could have sinned, and did
not do so, while becoming angry and using these words, it shows that wrath cannot be
proclaimed as a sin generally.
This is emphasized in Psa 4:4. Here, the author advises the reader that they shall
not sin if they are angry. This clearly answers the question as to whether wrath is a sin or
not. However, many people sin because they act out their emotions. Instead of acting
one’s emotions, it is better to analyze the emotions in a quiet room and calm down first
before taking action94. Paul quotes the verse in Eph 4:26-27. Even though Paul admits
that anger sometimes is appropriate or even necessary, he still advises the Ephesians to
calm the anger as soon as possible95. However, since wrath clearly gives the devil room
to work with, he puts a strict time limit on a person’s anger. The anger should be cooled
before the next morning because otherwise will become more difficult to control one’s
emotions, “for the anger of men does not produce the righteousness of God” (James
1:19). This is also the reason why Paul later condemns wrath in Eph 4:3196.
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The safest way to prevent the negative emotions from boiling over is when they
are replaced by love. Therefore, in Lev 19:17-18, God commands his people not only to
bear no grudge against their own people, but also to love their neighbor as themselves97.
This way it is impossible to sin.
However, if a person has a righteous wrath, it does not mean that conflicts are
always peaceful. There are five, very similar stories in which wrath was the result of the
Spirit of God rushing over the person and people are murdered. However, in only two of
them the word wrath explicitly occurs, yet everything else is identical, which is why the
rest are excluded in the following discussion98.
The first is in 1 Sam 11:6. In this occasion, Saul channeled the energy of his wrath
in order to gain a huge victory for Israel. Nevertheless, he was clearly not carried away by
his emotions despite being angry, because he was still able to use advanced military tactics
to defeat the Ammonites99. He later even granted grace for the troublemakers who did not
accept him as king because God worked salvation in Israel at that day (V. 13). This may
be the best example of an angry person whose aggression is strictly reduced on one point
only, and is gracious and loving with his neighbors.
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The other story of justified wrath which involves the murder of people is Samson
killing thirty Philistines after losing a bet (Judges 14:19). This might be the toughest one
to explain when it comes to justified wrath. Berry G. Webb comments it as follows:
Like the bare-handed slaughter of the lion, it happens immediately after
the Spirit rushes upon Samson, and requires double causation to fully
explain it. Samson is an immature, incensed, out-of-control youth; but at
the same time, he is a weapon in God’s hand, being propelled relentlessly
and unerringly toward his destiny as Israel’s savior.100
Even though Samson showed every aspect in his behavior of what the Bible
warns us not to do when we are angry, it was still a work of the Spirit of God. This might
be baffling at first, but there is at least a common pattern in these stories.
In both sections, wrath is not directed against a fellow Israelite, which is condemned
by God in Lev 19:18. Moreover on both occasions, God’s people are either oppressed or
threatened by other nations. Here, the wrath occurs as an act of liberation and salvation for
God’s people against their mighty opponents 101 . Still, killing people in anger is only
righteous when it is provoked by God’s spirit in the Old Testament. However, that was not
the case a few times when a person committed murder in the state of anger.
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Conclusion
To sum up, the Bible paints a diverse picture of human wrath. Even though the
causes of wrath are many, it is mostly connected to a perceived injustice, whether this is
appropriate or not, or anger about a misbehavior of another person. However, the
consequences are, in the majority of the times, devastating. Hatred is generated, families
are torn apart, and sometimes it ends up in murder.
Nevertheless, this does not mean that wrath is always bad and has to be avoided at
all costs. Sometimes wrath is a necessary tool which empowers a person to do the right
thing. Most of the time, righteous wrath appears in the context of faced oppression by
other nations, and can even be evoked by God’s spirit.
However, since in the vast majority of times when human wrath appears in the
Bible it is closely connected with committing sin, the Bible advises to avoid or calm
one’s anger as soon as possible. The reason for this advice is perfectly described by
Aristotle:
Anybody can become angry—that is easy … but to [do this] to the right
person, and to the right amount, and at the right time, and for the right
purpose, and in the right way—this is not within everybody’s power and is
not easy; so that to do these things properly is rare, praiseworthy, and
noble.102
Still, if a person manages to do that, there is no reason, why anger should be
regarded as sin. This is due to that fact that wrath can have a lot of benefits as well.
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE THEOLOGY OF THE WRATH OF GOD
In the previous part, it became evident that wrath in general has multiple positive
aspects to it. If rightly executed, it is by no means a sin. Furthermore, it can be very
beneficial for the salvation of God’s people. However, in the vast majority of times,
among humans, wrath is not used for the good of somebody else, but for the bad. Is this
also the case when God gets angry?
In this chapter, I want to demonstrate that God’s wrath is not limited to the Old
Testament alone, but is also found in New Testament texts. I also want to point out the
differences and similarities of divine and human wrath. Why does God get angry and
what are the results for his opponents? What are the reasons for his wrath and when does
he get angry? Is it possible to avert his wrath? Furthermore, I want to research what
impact God’s wrath has on his overall character and on his ability to love
unconditionally. This is especially important because the two emotions seem to contradict
each other. R. P. C. Hanson notes:
Most preachers and most composers of prayers today treat the biblical
doctrine of the wrath of God very much as the Victorians treated sex. It is
there, but it must never be alluded to because it is in an undefined way
shameful. […] God is love; therefore, we must not associate him with
wrath. God is love; therefore, he is indefinitely tolerant. Presumably it is
for such reasons that the Christian churches of the twentieth century have
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in practice turned their backs upon the biblical doctrine of the wrath of
God.103
Finally, I want to find out if God’s wrath provides any positive benefits for the
believer. Because if this is the case, then there is no reason at all to turn our back upon
this doctrine, as Hanson formulates it, because by doing so we would miss out on many
blessings which God provides for us.
The Angry God of the Old Testament?
During my ministry as a pastor I have encountered many Adventists who see a
difference between how God is portrayed in the Old and in the New Testament. For them,
the God of the Old Testament is described as angry and jealous, one who lives according
to Exod 21:22, an “eye for eye, tooth for tooth”. This leads them to sympathize with
Richard Dawkins when he writes that due to these characteristics, “the God of the Old
Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction”104. Many, who come
to the same conclusion as Dawkins at best reject the Old Testament and turn to the New
Testament instead. Here, apparently, God is portrayed as peaceful, merciful, and loving.
He cares about every person individually and tries to meet their needs105.
However, even though God and therefore also his character and his love are
revealed more directly and purely in Jesus than ever before. This does not mean that
God’s wrath vanishes. In many parables, the figures who embody God are described as
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being angry. Consequently, these emotions lead to actions like murder, burning down
cities and the invitation of unworthy people106 (Matt 22:7; Luke 14:21). Even though
Jesus is described only twice as being angry (Mark 3:5; John 11:38), there are more
stories where He is clearly acting or communicating in an angry manner (Matt 23:13-29;
Mark 11:15-19; Luke 11:42-52).107
Moreover, this concept is also found in the rest of the New Testament. Especially
in Romans (1:18; 2:5, 8; 12:19) and the book of Revelation (6:16–17; 11:18; 14:10, 19;
15:1, 7; 16:1, 19; 19:15), in which the wrath of God plays a major role. Here, the wrath of
God is mostly portrayed as a future judgement of the wicked. However, this led John
Wenham to conclude that in the New Testament, the wrath of God is even more terrible
than in the Old Testament because it is not a mere temporal judgment, but it is a
punishment which has everlasting consequences108.
To sum up, this clearly shows that the wrath of God’s is not limited to one
Testament only but also found in all parts of the Bible. Therefore, it is also important to
realize that it is impossible to deny this fact. It should motivate every believer to study
this topic and gain a deeper understanding of it.
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Causes of Divine Wrath
Firstly, it is important to note that there is always a cause for God’s wrath in the
Bible. God’s wrath never comes out of the blue, nor is it due to other unrelated
circumstances109. This is already an important difference in comparison to human wrath.
The general cause of wrath is sin. In John 3:36, Jesus states that, whoever does
not believe, the wrath of God will remain on him. Leon Morris points out that Jesus does
not say that the sinner will face the wrath of God in the final judgment. This wrath is
already on him and will not “fade away with the passing of time”. Therefore, ongoing
unbelief, disobedience and as a result unforgiven sin are the real causes of divine
persisting wrath and will be judged by God accordingly110.
However, God does not always wait until his final judgment to act out his wrath,
as described in John 3:36. Some sins and circumstances do seem to speed up the process.
There are several causes for God’s immediate intervention.
The first reason why God’s wrath is directly provoked is when his plan of
salvation for his people is undermined by human actions: The most common form of this
opposition is idolatry. The first record of idolatry is in Exod 32:10. Here, God even wants
to let his wrath “burn hot against them, so that He could consume them”. Other examples
can be found in Deut 6:15, Judg 2:12, 1 Kings 14:9 and Col 3:5-6. In most cases, this
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goes along with a breaking of the covenant between God and the Israelites111. However,
this is neither limited to the Israelites nor is it limited to idolatry. In Rom 1:18, Paul notes
that everyone who suppresses the truth, and by doing so, hinders others to find salvation,
will have to face God’s wrath112.
The second major cause of God’s anger is social injustice (Isa 10:1-4). Baloian
even argues that in fifty percent of cases, God’s wrath is kindled due to social injustice or
sins against each other113. In seventy-five percent of cases, it is caused by idolatry, which
shows that in several accounts, there is more than one cause why God’s wrath is
kindled.114
Furthermore, in Col 3:5-6, Paul lists several causes. Besides evil desire and
covetousness, he adds sexual sins such as sexual immorality, impurity, and passion.
These all characterize the unredeemed nature, which the believers are called to overcome
in order to avoid God’s wrath115.
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Finally, God’s anger is provoked when a person fails to show God the necessary
reverence, and disregards his directions, specifically concerning the sanctuary and the
service within. The most common example is 2 Sam 6:6-7. Here, Uzzah reaches in order
to save the ark of the covenant and get killed due to the anger of God. The reason for this
killing was that the ark was carried on a cart rather than by men116.
In order to prevent those incidents from happening, the Lord gave Israel and
especially the Levites very specific rules. The Levites were supposed to camp around the
tabernacle (Num 1:53). They were also the only ones allowed to serve in the sanctuary
(Num 18:5). Aaron and his sons, who were the only one allowed working within the
tabernacle, also were not allowed to let their hair hang loose, nor should their clothes be
torn. Additionally, God forbids them to drink vine and strong drinks. In every instruction
God specifically said that if they fail to do so, his wrath will be poured out because they
were called to carefully “distinguish between the holy and the common, and between the
unclean and the clean”. Sadly, Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu failed to do so when they
used unauthorized fire and were killed immediately (Lev 10:1-10)117.
All in all, God’s wrath is kindled in situations when people fail to live according
to his standards. This could be a personal sin or a sin committed by the whole nation. The
most common reasons found in the bible are idolatry, social injustice or false service in
the sanctuary and items which are closely connected to it.
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Objects of Divine Wrath
Since God’s wrath appears only in the context of sin, it is no surprise that the
objects are sinners. Everyone who sins is subject to divine judgment, and everyone who
does not believe in Jesus, will face his anger (John 3:36).
However, sometimes God’s wrath is poured out on individuals. Most of the time,
these people are leaders. Because they have a high influence on God’s people, and in the
case of priests even represent him to a certain degree, God expects a higher spiritual
standard of them. If they fail to live up to this standard, it is very likely that they will face
his wrath, especially when they are about to lead others astray118. Among those persons
are kings (1 Kings 16:33), priests, leaders (Num 10:9), prophets (Num 22:22) and people,
who take objects which belong, or are promised to God (Acts 5)119.
Besides that, there are also whole groups which have to face God’s wrath, such as
the Pharisees (Mark 3:5), Israel as a nation (Josh 7:1) and pagan nations (Isa 63:3-6).
Interestingly, the ultimate recipient of God’s wrath is not human, but God
himself. When Jesus was in the Garden of Gethsemane, he begged his Father three times
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if it is possible that the cup may be passed from him. Finally, he accepted God’s will and
died for the sins of the world on the cross (Matt 26:39)120.
Consequences of Divine Wrath
The causes of wrath were very similar as God’s wrath is always a reaction of God
to sin. However, this does not mean that the consequences are always the same. In fact,
they are very diverse.
As a result, God can withdraw his presence from people (Isa 54:7-8). This
removal can even lead to further consequences as in the case of Aaron and Miriam. Here,
the additional effects are the leprosy of Moses’s sister and the withdrawal of God’s
presence as a result of their revolution against God’s chosen leader (Num 12:9-10)121.
Another effect is moral decline122.
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God’s wrath can also result in oppression by other nations which lead to many
years of suffering and destruction (Judg 10:7).123 Later on, God’s wrath increased and
resulted in the deportation of God’s people (Ezek 36:18-19)124 and the destruction of
Jerusalem (Luke 21:20-24). Ultimately, God’s wrath resulted in death (Num 25:3-9)125
and eternal damnation (1 Thess 5:9).126
Paul R. Raabe concludes that the consequence of God’s wrath is always a
separation between God and the sinner. As the loving God is the giver and sustainer of all
life, this separation also has an effect on the sinner’s health, time of death and ultimately
on his eternal destiny.127
Reasons for God’s Wrath
The first reason for God’s wrath is the punishment of the wicked.128 Sometimes,
this even provides redemption for God’s people since they have been oppressed by them
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(Isa 63:1-6). In Rev 6:10, the souls of the martyrs cry out to God so that he will judge
those, who killed them. Clearly, this is not only a call for vengeance, but also an appeal
that God may end the ongoing suffering of his own people, since v.11 states that there
will be more martyrs in the future129.
Moreover, God’s wrath can have a pedagogic function. On the one hand, the
sinner should be motivated to change his behavior (Num 22), on the other hand, these
examples of divine anger should serve as a warning for others not to follow in the
footsteps of those who were punished by God, but to seek God’s mercy instead (2 Chron
30:7-10).130
However, there is one story which does not fit either of those categories. In 2 Sam
24, it seems that God intentionally kindles his wrath against Israel in order to incite David
to sin. For many Bible readers, this does not make any sense.
Samuel Koranteng-Pipim explains that in Hebrew thinking, whenever God
permits something, it is described as if he personally committed it. To prove his point, he
refers to Job (Job 1:12; 2:3) and Pharaoh (Ex 7:13; 8:15; 9:12). On both occasions God
approved Satan and Pharaoh to act according to their desires. Therefore, in these
instances, the responsibilities are shared as following according to Koranteng-Pipim:
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(1) David was responsible in the sense that he chose to displease God by
having the census; (2) Satan, the adversary of God and His people, was
responsible for inciting David to take the census; and (3) God was
responsible in that he permitted Satan to incite David and He allowed
David to follow his ambition.131
To sum up, God’s wrath has always the intention either to point out the necessity
of the sinner to repent and to leave his sinful paths, or to punish the wicked in order to
limit the effects of their conduct on others and to judge them according to their works.
Active or Passive Wrath
For many Christians, the deciding factor in the doctrine of God’s wrath is whether
God acts out his anger by using force or not. In other words, is God’s wrath an active or
passive response to evil?
For instance, Moore describes how a man explained to him that only Satan uses
force to impose his will. On the contrary, God is always loving and forgiving. Therefore,
force cannot be an option for him because these two characteristics cannot coexist132. On
the other hand, Volz tries to solve this dilemma by arguing that God’s wrath describes the
demonic part within God133.
These extremes show, how important it is to tackle this question, whether God’s
wrath is passive or active. Moore solves this dilemma by proposing an example. He
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argues that if somebody would be the witness of a rape scene and the person is physically
and mentally able to do something about it, the most loving approach would not be to
wait patiently or call 911 and hope that the police will make it on time. The most loving
approach would certainly be, if capable, to intervene and use force to save this person’s
life. For him, it is clear that sometimes the use of force by good people, “is absolutely
essential […] to prevent horrible evil from gaining control and creating chaos and
suffering”. Therefore, an all-loving God can or sometimes even has to use force in order
to be loving134. However, I will tackle later in this study the question of how God’s love
interacts with his wrath.
After establishing this fundamental understanding, I want to discuss the two most
popular positions which are the passive and the active models. First, there are many texts
which suggest that God acts out his anger in a passive way. Isaiah describes his wrath as
a desertion and the hiding of his face. Nevertheless, he limits this abandonment for just a
brief moment in comparison to his everlasting love, with which he will show compassion
to his people (Isa 54:7-8). This description is as soft as it possibly can get, and at first
seems to validify the concept of passive wrath and active love of God. For many, this text
is the ultimate proof that nobody needs to be afraid of God, even when he is angry.135 The
same comparison of the intensity and time of wrath and love is also found in Ps 30:5136.
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This concept is also found in Rom 1:18-32. Here, the passive aspect of God’s
wrath is even worked out more precisely. Three times (v. 24, 26 and 28), Paul
emphasizes that in his wrath, “God gave them up to” their sinful desires. The result of
this is moral decline, followed by a well-deserved penalty by God (v. 27 and 32).
According to Moore, this process of God giving the sinners up to themselves is already
too passive in order to be still described as wrath. For them, this perfectly characterizes
the no-wrath model.
However, according to Thomas R. Schreiner, this is not supported by the textual
evidence137. In contrast, Moore describes the active wrath model as following:
The active wrath model proposes that God has intervened personally,
intentionally, and in some cases forcefully (violently) to put down evil in
the past and that He will do so even more forcefully in the future. The
purpose of His active wrath is either to punish evil people sins or to
deliver His own people from their grasp, and often both purposes merge
into one. An obvious example of God’s active wrath in the past is His
destruction of the sinful world at the time of the Flood. Another is His
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah with fire and brimstone. A third
example is His deliverance of Israel from Egyptian slavery with hail and
fire and storm and the slaying of the first born of Egyptian animals and
people. The destruction of Pharaoh’s army in the Red Sea was also active
wrath.138
Interestingly, these stories referred to by Moore are widely considered as
examples for the active wrath model. However, in neither of them, any word for wrath is
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found. Therefore, Jan Assman argues that the active wrath model is only found in the
Bible between God and his people after the confirmation of the covenant. For him, God’s
wrath is closely connected to the covenant curses139.
However, this is not the case in the Bible. For instance, Balaam does not belong to
God’s people, even though he is a prophet of the Lord. God’s wrath is still kindled
against him140. Another example would be the Ninevites in Jonah 3. It can be argued that
even before the confirmation of the covenant God’s wrath appeared. In Exodus 16, Israel
received the manna together with a warning, that it will also be a test by God whether
they will walk in the law or not. When they fail Moses, he was angry with them. Since he
was God’s chosen representative, his wrath could also be projected on God141.
Moreover, Balaam is an excellent example for the active wrath model because
here as a result of God’s anger an angel of the Lord stands on his way in order to kill him.
Clearly, it is a direct response to Balaam’s greed as later explained in Jude 11142. Because
he obviously does not want to keep his promise pledged to God, God actively has to
intervene by sending an angel of the Lord143.
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Finally, at the very end of time, God’s wrath will actively end sin once and for all
when Jesus returns to this earth to redeem his people. Here, the picture used to describe
God’s wrath is the cup of his anger, but this time it is poured in “full strength” (Rev
14:10), which means that this time, there will be no opportunity for mercy for the
wicked144.
All in all, it is important to realize that there is not just one way God’s wrath
manifests itself in the Bible. In the majority of times, God’s wrath is passive. However,
sometimes God decides to actively intervene in order to save his faithful believers or to
put an end to evil by the use of force. This is especially true when God eliminates evil at
the end of time. This brings us to the conclusion that God’s wrath can be expressed
passively as well as actively.
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Time of God’s wrath
Since God’s wrath is, as already shown, a divine reaction to sin, it is clear that God
was not always angry. God’s wrath was introduced after the first sin was committed145.
This wrath is placed on Jesus as the ultimate substitutional sacrifice (Matt 26:39) 146 .
Everyone who does not repent his sins has to bear his own sin and the wrath of God is
placed on him from now on, as a consequence of this sin (John 3:36)147. It is important to
note that this wrath will not “fade away with the passage of time” as Schlimm adds148.
However, in the vast majority of cases, God does not act his wrath out immediately,
because his wrath is still mixed with mercy (Ps 103:9-11). As soon as the sinner will seek
forgiveness, God will redeem him and treat him as though he has never sinned before.149
The wrath of God is removed for this person.
Nevertheless, if the sinner does not accept God’s mercy, he will be judged
according to his works. This means, that he has to drink the cup of God’s wrath which is
poured in full strength after the close of probation (Rev 14:10). In the final judgement there
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will be no mercy available for the wicked. Robert H. Mounce refers to it as the realization
of God’s wrath150.
This is exactly the opposite of the believer’s experience with the kingdom of God
and realized eschatology. Jesus assures them that the kingdom of God is already at hand
because it is an unchangeable truth, even though it will take a long time until it is fully
realized. This is often referred to as the “already and not yet”. 151
This is also true for unbelievers. Many will not be confronted with God’s wrath
until the final judgment even though the wrath of God is already on them. However, under
some special circumstances God will speed up this process and actively intervenes to limit
evil influences (Num 25:3; Nah 1:2).
However, there is a huge difference between God’s kingdom and his wrath because
his wrath will not be everlasting. When death is thrown in the lake of fire, sin and all the
consequences connected to it cease to exist (Rev 20:13-15)152. “Since an eternity without
sin is now ready to begin”153, God’s wrath is no longer needed.
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Averting God’s wrath
After realizing the reality of God’s wrath, the most important question remains,
how God’s wrath is averted. The Bible makes it very clear that God’s wrath can be
averted by doing one of the following three things.
First, the easiest way to avoid God’s anger is to live a godly life (1 Thess 5:9-10).
God does not want to kindle his wrath against people but wants everyone to gain eternal
life154. Moreover, God gave Israel strict rules of how to live in harmony with a holy God.
They include instructions that only the Levites were called to camp around the tabernacle
(Num 1:53)155 and serve in the sanctuary (Num 18:5)156. Sadly, they did not always
follow all the instructions (2 Sam 6:7)157.
This leads us to the second point. Since according to Romans everyone is a sinner,
eternal life can only be obtained through the acceptance of Jesus sacrifice. Then Jesus
will forgive the person’s sins and deliver him from God’s wrath (1 Thess 1:10). This
shows that in the end the initiative of averting God’s wrath comes from God Himself.
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However, God can only deliver somebody from the eternal consequences of His wrath if
the person is willing to accept his offer.158
This even works during God’s wrath. After the attempted coup of Korah, the
people still did not fully accept Moses as their God-given leader. The Lord could not
stand this any longer and his wrath was kindled against them. Moses commanded Aaron,
to make atonement by taking a censer and putting incense in it in order to avert God’s
wrath (Num 17:6-11)159. Moses had already averted God’s wrath earlier after Israel
worshiped the golden calf and after they refused to conquer Canaan by praying on behalf
of the sinners (Ex 32; Num 14). However, this only alters the temporal consequences of
God’s wrath, the eternal consequences can only be removed by repentance.160
Thirdly, God’s wrath sometimes ceases after a certain period, without men
needing to do anything (Num 12:14; Isa 54:8), due to the grace of God. But sometimes,
the evil must be removed first, before his wrath ceases (Num 25:11).
All in all, this forcefully shows that God’s wrath need not be permanent and
something which cannot be averted. In fact, God’s wrath is very easy to avert since it
merely requires repentance from the sinner for it to cease. Where this is missing, the
temporal consequences can be reduced for others by mediation and prayer.
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Does God Enjoy His Anger?
In the first five books of the Bible, God describes himself as a jealous God161. If
somebody would see this text in a vacuum, it is possible to interpret, that God indeed
enjoys his anger. However, I think, texts like this one need to be seen in a bigger picture.
All these texts appear in the context of a call of God not to worship any other
gods aside from him. The last warning (Deut 6:15) includes a reference to the divine
wrath, which will be the natural consequence, if God’s jealousy is provoked162.
First, it is important to understand that the Bible often uses metaphors to describe
heavenly realities in human language. This does not mean that everything is exactly like
we know it today. In order to illustrate this point, Schlimm refers to the metaphor of God
as our king. The Bible does not want to refer to God as cruel ruler who has many wives,
and who desires to expand his treasures and land no matter the cost. Yet, it indicates that
God rules over his covenant people as a king and should be treated with reverence.
This is also true concerning God’s wrath. Schlimm writes:
In a similar way, we need to think about GOD IS ANGRY as metaphorical
language. It uses the human experience of anger and applies it to God. In
doing so, it speaks valuable information about God, but as we’ll see, there
are also places where this image for God doesn’t work. Human anger
often reflects human limitations, so divine anger is naturally different.163
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This is perfectly displayed in the story of Balaam in Num 22. When his wrath was
kindled, he beat his female donkey which always had been faithful and good to him,
brutally with his staff. The female donkey only survived his anger due to the fact of Balaam
not having a sword and finally God’s intervention164. He was even so angry that he did not
seem to realize that he indeed was talking with an animal as with a man. In his wrath, he
was very impulsive, spiritually blind and even less reasonable in his arguments than his
own female donkey165.
God on the contrary is totally different in his anger. Even though his first intentions
in his wrath were to kill Balaam, he immediately softens his wrath by opening the eyes of
the female donkey. This way Balaam’s life is spared and shows God’s motivation to
redeem rather than to punish. At any time, he is in total control of his emotions and actions,
and even is willing to still grant Balaam his wish, as long as he is willing to stick to the
agreements. In this occasion, God’s wrath was nothing more than a warning shot, although
he had in contrast to Balaam a sword, which he could have used to execute the prophet166.
Secondly, God is not only at all times in full control over his emotions, when his
anger is provoked, but God is also slow to anger. Schlimm argues, that “God’s anger
doesn’t arise simply because the people sin. It arises because people sin without ceasing.
Aside from a few rare exceptions, leaders and nations tend to plunge further and further
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into wickedness”167. This argument is totally in line with God’s self-description of his
character. According to Exod 34:6, God’s character contains five major attributes. Besides
the fact that God is merciful, gracious, faithful, and loving, God is also slow to anger168.
More importantly, this self-description of God’s character is later confirmed by Nehemiah
and David (Neh 9:17; Ps 86:15)169.
For Jonah, this patience and unwillingness of God to be angry even made him run
away because thereby God wanted to offer the Assyrians the opportunity to repent, while
Jonah wanted to force God to judge them, despite profiting from these traits just a few days
later when God saved him from drowning and provided him with shade while he was
waiting in the heat for God to judge the Ninevites170.
God does not act differently in other places of the Bible. This is also the reason why
God waits until the final judgement to reveal his wrath full strength because up to this
moment, everyone still has the opportunity to repent, so that he will not perish (2 Pet
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3:9)171. This demonstrates that for God, wrath is always the last option because it would
negate the possibility for this person to be redeemed by God. God’s most sincere wish is
that every sinner would use these God-given chances wisely and would repent and live
(Ezek 18:23)172.
Furthermore, even when God finally gets angry, it is far away from being an easy
task for him. F. B. Huey comments on Jer 4:19-26 as follows: “Underlying God’s angry
words directed toward his people is an unstated note of pathos. God is like a heartbroken
parent warning about the disastrous results of a choice of lifestyle. However, God allows
everyone the freedom to determine his or her own life and destiny.”173
Therefore, the Bible makes it very clear that God does not have any pleasure in
destroying lives (Lam 3:33), even those of sinners, nor does the Bible support a sadistic
view of God, as proposed by Dawkins174. For God, the punishment as a result of his
wrath175 against the wicked is even a strange and foreign deed (Isa 28:21), since it is
opposed to his love as creator and savior. Carson perfectly summarizes this strange work
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of God: “Wrath, unlike love, is not one of the intrinsic perfections of God. Rather, it is a
function of God’s holiness against sin.176”
God’s Wrath versus God’s Love
In the following section, I come to the heart of the problem for many Christians.
How can we accept the wrath of God without diminishing his love at the same time?
Normally in our lives we realize that wrath and love are opposed to one another. Carson
concludes that either “love drives wrath out, or wrath drives love out”.177
This thinking is closely connected to the idea, that “God hates sin, but loves the
sinner”. While Lane calls this cliché a half-truth, for Carson it is plainly wrong.178 Since
God’s wrath is a result of his holiness in which he is opposed to anything sinful, it is
impossible to diminish his wrath without at the same time nullifying his holiness and
downplaying the horror sin causes179.
However, this does not mean that God cannot also love the sinner at the same
time. The dilemma is perfectly solved in Jesus because the sinner only has to face the
wrath if he repeatedly refuses to repent. As already mentioned, God’s whole desire is not
to take the lives of sinners, but to actively seek their salvation because he loves them
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despite their lack of loveliness180. If the sinner repents, his wrath is placed on Jesus who
died on the sinner’s behalf181. Carson even concludes that both God’s love and God’s
wrath come to a climax in the cross182.
Furthermore, the wrath of God actually embraces God’s love. A. Nygren points
out that “only that love which pronounces judgment on all that is not love is in the truest
sense restoring and saving love”183. Without God’s wrath, his love would merely be an
emotion. Jesus would not have to die, since there would be no consequences for the
sinner. Yet sin is cruel and has to cause a reaction of a holy God. But by dying in favor of
the sinners, Jesus already negated the consequences for every believer.
Moreover, because God loves humanity, he cannot sit back and hope that evil and
sin will finally be resolved by itself. Clearly this would never happen. Therefore, he has
to intervene on behalf of his people and at the end eliminate sin once and for all. For
Moore “this intervention may be the most loving thing” God can do for us.184 In the
Bible, this realization of God’s love is described by his wrath.
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Benefits from the Wrath of God
This active intervention has also huge benefits for every believer. Martin Luther
King once pointed out that everyone who does not condemn evil condones it. For him,
this silence of the good people was the biggest tragedy since it enabled the bad people to
do what they wanted185. This is clearly not the case for God’s people because he actively
intervenes on their behalf. This should give them hope in the time of trouble, even though
it sometimes can take “a little while longer” than expected (Rev 6:10) because he will
right their wrongs (Jer 5:26-29).
Schlimm points out that God’s wrath has also another positive result. Since God
will punish sins, it should motivate people to live according to God’s law and thereby
prevent them to cause the suffering of others. He admits that clearly it does not always
work, which extreme examples like Hitler prove.186
However, this does not limit the positive effect which God’s wrath should have on
his congregation. In Rom 12:19-20, Paul challenges the reader not to take justice into
their own hands but to leave it to the wrath of God. The believer should not seek justice
at all costs, but trust God’s vindication through his “eschatological wrath”.187 This should
enable Christians to truly love their enemies by even meeting their physical needs. This
alone should give hope to every believer. Moreover, if this doctrine would be truly
embraced by God’s people, the world would already be a better place.
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CHAPTER SIX
FINAL CONCLUSIONS
In this study it became clear that none of the three ways of neglecting God’s
wrath give due attention to the biblical account. In fact, there is no reason at all to even
neglect or to ignore this doctrine since God’s wrath is very different to human wrath.
Humans tend to overreact when they are angry, nor do they always focus their
wrath on their true opponent. Because the consequences of anger are so devastating, the
Bible warns us not to act out our anger but to solve our interpersonal problems, wherever
possible, peacefully and as soon as possible. However, the Bible also shows us that if
correctly used, wrath is a mighty tool which can enable us to stand up against evil, and
can even be a result of the Spirit of God rushing upon somebody. Nevertheless, it is very
hard to determine the correct amount of wrath.
On the contrary, God does not have the same issues as humans have. For him,
wrath is always a reaction of his holiness confronted with sin. In a state of anger, God is
always in full control of his emotions and actions, even though the results may not always
be so different in comparison to human wrath. While most of the times wrath causes God
to passively withdraw himself from the sinners and give them over to moral decline,
sometimes God intervenes actively and forcefully on behalf of his people to limit the
influence of evil. This ability to actively intervene is absolutely essential to God’s
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character because it ensures his almighty power, since otherwise, God would be forced to
watch evil being resolved by itself. Clearly, this would never happen.
Still, God’s wrath is nothing of which someone should be afraid, since it is easily
averted by repenting the sins and accepting Jesus’ sacrifice who died for our sins on the
cross. He is the ultimate recipient of God’s wrath. However, everybody who does not
repent has to carry the consequences of his wrath, but this is a result of a free will which
God gave in his overwhelming love.
Yet, God does not enjoy the death of sinners because he desires everyone to live.
For him, judgment is a strange and foreign deed. Therefore, God’s wrath is always his
last option when everything else failed and the person does not want his sins to be
forgiven. In fact, God’s wrath is not kindled when someone commits one sin, but is
caused by ongoing ignorance of his laws. Furthermore, it is important to note that God’s
wrath is always just and according to the severeness of the sin.
God’s future wrath is the greatest hope of every believer since it ends sin and
every problem linked to it, which is the foundation for the new earth and the new
Jerusalem. This is the first time God’s wrath is poured out full strength, when it is not
mixed with mercy. This is the moment when God will finally do justice to his children
for everything that they had to suffer.
This should enable them not to take justice in their own hands but to trust God
that he will provide justice for them instead. As a result, this should enable God’s people
to truly love their enemies and even meet their physical needs.
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